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Religion

Couple shares history with c?mmission
By ERWIN L. McDONALD
Democrat Re!lglon Editor

Personal documents and
photographs of the Sept. I.
1923, earthquake that destroyed Yokohama and much
of Tokyo, Japan, were donated

this week to the Arkansas History Commission by Dr. and
Mrs. Joseph

Boone Hunter,

who were serving in Japan as
missionaries at the time of the
earthquake.

Memories

The Hunters, now in their

90s, live in Little Rock in re-

of quake

tirement.

Principal items of the collection include a letter Dr.
Hu.nter wrote to members of
his family, in the United
States, on Sept. 5, 1923, and an
article, "Speaki ng of Operations," by Mrs. Hunter, who
had just undergone minor sur•
gery in a Tokyo hospital when
the quake struck at high noon.

Dr. John Ferguson. execu·
tive director of the Arkansas
History Commission, left, re•
carves from former Missionaries Dr. and Mrs. Joseph
Boone Hunter items dating

back to the 1923 YokohamaJapan, earthquake.

Tokyo,

The Hunters were in Tokyo at
the time .

The Hunter Jetter, reported

to have been the first Jetter
reaching the United States
from Japan following the
earthquake, was preserved by
a fellow missionary of the
Hunters and returned to them
only recently.
Mrs. Hunter's article was
written in thP 1950s, more than
33 years after the tragedy.
At the time of the earthquake, Dr. Hunter was serving
at Akita, North Japan, under
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headquarters of which are in
0

Indianapolis, Ind.
Mrs. Hunter, the former
Mary Cleary, had been serving
under the Methodist Church
Board of Missions at the time
of her marriage to Hunter, on
March 14, 1923. Upon her marriage. she gave up her work at
Naguaka, where she had been
teaching in a Methodist college.
The Hunters were in the
process of "killing two birds
with one stone," on their September trip to Tokyo - minor
surgery for Mils. Hunter and a
shopping excursion for both of
• them to buy kitchen utensils
for their new kitchen.
The hospital in which Mrs.
Hunter was a patient was destroyed by the earthquake and
the fires started during the

quake Fortunately, Mrs.
Hunter and the rest of the patients were rescued without
the loss of a single life. They
were carried to the building
site for a new hospital, on the
banks of the Suaida River,
where tney were placed on
mats. Water from the river
kept their clothes wet, pre•
venting them from catching
fire from the sparks showered
upon them from nearby burn•
ing buildings.
Dr. Hunter had been with
his wire for her operation but
had left to take a surgeon to
the airport to meet the surgeon's wife.

Wrote Hunter, in his Sept. 5
letter·
'"The cable reports which
have reached you have been
exaggerated, no doubt. and yet
it is scarcely possible to exag-

gerate the situation. U you can
imagine Chicago with every
part of the business section
burned except a dozen or 15
houses, and 2/5 of the residences b11rned and all the others partly or completely damaged. then you have a mental
picture of Tokyo.
11
Yokohama is a much
smaller city, but really it exists
as a city only in name, its de•
struction being complete.
"The casualties are now estimated at 100,000 for Tokyo
and 150,000 for Yokohama ....
'' I saw much of the devastated areas of France (as a soldier in World War I), but 1
never saw anything quite so
depressing as the gaunt remains of a city and 2 million
people with their possessions
on their backs trying to make
their way to the suburbs,

-,
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Where there is water and
food."'
Hunter was greatly impressed with the heroic stance
of the Japanese people
through the disaster. Be wrote:
"The order of the people in
general has been marvelous.
There has been no panic. The
people have been terribly depressed and sad in co untenance. but l have not seen one
shed a tear.
"They have been days with
almost no rood, but I have not
seen one take food unlawfully.
For hours the people simply
lefl their stores and shops unguarded, and yet there did not
seem to be a bit of looting.
"After the earthquake, people could have gotten any
price for rood, but 1 have
bought fruit. canned goods,
flour. etc .. and not a yen more

than ordinary prices did I have
to pay.
"Also, I hired taxis when I
would have paid three times
the regular price, but I got
them at the regular fare. Other
people had the same experience. And this was at a time
when they knew that the gaso1ine of the city could not last
more than two days at the
most. I cannot help remembering my soldier days and the
profiteering I saw and felt.
"The food situation is being
relieved rapidly. The soldiers
are bringing wagon loads of
rice from the country.
Most of these wagons the
soldiers are pulling them•
selves. Also 40 batUeships
came with food from Kobe and
Osaka. An American ship is on
the way from Manila with food
for refugees. Also, a great
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many thousands are leaving
town by the hour."
Mrs. Hunter recalled, in her
article:
"My husband had gone on
an errand. and l was alone in
my hospital room afler having
undergone a slight operation
two hours before. Suddenly
the tall vase of nowers on my
bedside table toppled over.
The tile roof just outside the
window began to crumble and
the dust to fly.
"Then, with a crash, the oldfas hioned wardrobe in the corner of the room fell to the
Ooor. As I gazed at the swaying
ceiling, l realized that my bed,
too, was moving. But it was
only able to reach the center of
the room because there it collided with the dresser that had
rolled out from the opposite
wall.
"Although I was still slightly
groggy from an anesthetic, lhe
shock of the moment made me
reali ze that I was experiencing
an earthquake."
·
"Unaware of any weakness,
I was out of bed and making
for the door. The nurse sent
me back to bed, where I waited
till a Japanese man came. Im•
agine rny surprise when he
told me to get on his back! I
must have weighed 25 pounds
more than he did, but 1
climbed onto his back. While I
clung to his neck and shoulders, he, bending low under
my weight, carried me cautiously down the stairs and to
one of the few automobiles the
city could boast in 1923."
Hunter, who had been making his way across the city as
swiftly as be could, dodging
fires and broken water mains,
finally was reunited with his
wife about 3 p.m., 3 hours an.er
the quake had begun. He finally secured a taxi and bad
them transported to temporary
quarters at Aeyama Jo Gakuin,
a mission school in a safe surburb.
Dr. Joh n Ferguson, executive director or the Arkansas
History Commission, has an•
nounced he will prepare a special exhibit of the Hunter collection, featuring an album of
pictures of the disaster made
at the time of the earthquake.

